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International crisis management: increasing regionalisation?

African Union (AU)	

•  Burundi (2004-2005)

•  Darfur (2004-2007)

•  Somalia (2007-)

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)

•  Liberia (2003)

•  Ivory Coast (2003-2004) 

Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS)

•  Central African Republic (2008-)

Union of South American Nations (UNASUR)

•  Bolivia (2008)

Organisation of American States (OAS)

•  Haiti (2006-)

•  Colombia-Ecuador (2008)

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP)

•  Afghanistan (2007-)

•  Kosovo (2008-)

•  Georgia (2008-)

•  Somalia (2008-)

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)

•  Afghanistan (2003-)

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) 
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change
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Climate change and 
global governance
Carlos Pascual

Climate change poses an existential challenge: 

either all of the world’s major economies join 

together to slow global warming and contain its 

effects or the world faces a wave of catastrophe. 

A rise in global sea levels, changes in precipitation 

patterns, and an increase in extreme weather may 

be felt most severely in developing countries, but 

the security and economic repercussions will reach 

into the industrialised world. Any effort to meet 

these challenges will require radical changes in fossil 

fuel consumption and significant advances in tech-

nology. Yet few countries are prepared to sacrifice 

short-term economic growth to cut the greenhouse 

gas emissions associated with energy use. Hence 

the dilemma before us – the need for an interna-

tional agreement that protects all nations from global 

warming, yet also allows economic growth and 

energy security. 

To create a more effective global framework 

to slow climate change, policymakers must over-

come two challenges. First, they must use markets 

and prices to reduce global greenhouse gas emis-

sions by creating better incentives for energy 

efficiency, alternative fuels, protection of forests, 

and innovation. Second, they must transfer tech-

nology, finance innovation, and support adaptation 

measures while bringing basic infrastructure to 

the world’s poor – in effect, transforming devel-

oped and developing economies to halt global 

warming and redress its impacts. Both challenges 

are connected by policy choices to price the cost 

of greenhouse gas emissions that cause global 

warming, yet each also demands solutions in their 

own right. 

Scientific basics
As human and industrial processes release increasing 

amounts of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse 

gases, these gases remain in the atmosphere, trap 

the heat of the sun, and thus lead to rising global 

temperatures that alter the climate of the earth. The 

longer these gases are emitted, the more difficult it 

becomes to mitigate the impacts on human life. The 

UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) established that the maximum temperature 

increase that the world can undergo by 2050 without 

causing irreparable damage is roughly 2.0-2.5°C.  

The IPCC believes that greenhouse gas emissions 

(carbon dioxide and equivalent gases, or CO2e) must 

remain within 445–490 parts per million (ppm) to 

contain the earth’s temperature increase within the 

2.5°C mark. Current global levels are estimated at 

between 420 and 445 ppm of CO2e – in other words, 

we have little room for manoeuver. If we continue 

current trends, emissions will rise by 25–90% by 

2030 and even more by 2050. The IPCC concludes 

that global CO2e emissions must peak in 2015 to 

keep temperature increases to less than 2.5°C and to 

avoid the worst changes in our environment. 

Competing political interests
The foremost political challenge confronting a new 

climate regime is historical inequity. The indus-

trialised world produced the concentrations of 

greenhouse gases that cause climate change, yet 

the cooperation of emerging economies and devel-

oping countries is required to forge a solution. 

Developing countries argue that they should not 

bear the cost of a problem they did not create, but 

the nature of the problem means the crisis cannot be 

solved without them. Even if all high-income coun-

tries had zero carbon emissions as of tomorrow, the 

Climate change and global governance    |    Carlos Pascual
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rising emissions of emerging and developing nations 

would still put the world on a trajectory to climatic 

disaster and threaten the very economic growth and 

stability the developing countries desire.

The combination of inequities and interdepend-

ence has produced five blocs of countries which 

must work together to shape a new international 

framework. The first bloc is anchored by Europe and, 

with less fervour, Japan, and supports adopting an 

international treaty with common and binding global 

emissions targets. 

The second bloc supports setting a long-term, 

internationally agreed goal on emissions levels and 

medium-term commitments that are binding only 

at the national level. In the past, the United States 

led this group. It is an open question whether the 

Obama administration will move the United States 

to the first bloc. That will depend on whether and 

when the United States can pass legislation to 

create a transparent and predictable price on carbon 

– a challenge made harder by the recession, since 

many industries shedding jobs in the United States 

(steel, coal, aluminum, automobiles) are the indus-

tries that would be affected most by pricing carbon. 

The third bloc, emerging-market economies led 

by China and India, has resisted binding international 

targets that might constrain growth, and has focused 

on getting access to and financing for clean tech-

nologies. The fourth group comprises developing 

countries, which contribute least to greenhouse gas 

emissions but would bear the brunt of the flooding, 

desertification, and other catastrophic effects that 

would result from global warming. They demand 

financing to adapt to the impacts of climate change. 

An emerging fifth group is made up of energy 

suppliers who see the world shifting away from 

fossil fuels. Either they could emerge as facilitators 

of transition if they invest their wealth in tech-

nology dissemination and position themselves as 

winners in a greener international market, or they 

could be spoilers who drive up prices to capture 

profits during transition. 

Finally, a more subtle element of the climate 

change debate is the link to nuclear proliferation. The 

need for non-carbon alternatives to generate elec-

tricity, together with volatile fossil fuel prices and 

supply risks, have accelerated demand for civilian 

nuclear power. Over thirty states have declared their 

intent to develop civilian nuclear power programmes. 

Today just twelve countries, out of the 56 states with 

civilian research reactors, can enrich and commer-

cially produce uranium. As nuclear power becomes 

competitive with other alternatives, the international 

community will need to strengthen the firewalls 

between civilian and weaponisation programmes to 

avoid an explosion in proliferation risks. 

Towards a strengthened multilateral  
architecture
To be successful, a new international framework on 

climate change must combine the inclusivity of the 

UN’s negotiating forums with the powerful engage-

ment of the world’s major emitters, both developed 

and emerging economies. It must create incentives 

for the private sector to invest and innovate. It must 

institutionalise a role for NGOs to inject their insights, 

sustain scrutiny, and create pressures for compliance. 

The United States, because of the scale of its 

economy, the level of its emissions, and its tech-

nical capacity, must be a central part of any solution. 

Europe, which has gone the furthest to create a 

regional regime to reduce greenhouse gases, must 

continue to lead in setting goals that drive the inter-

national community to match its policies and actions 

A new international framework on 

climate change must combine the 

inclusivity of the UN’s negotiating 

forums with the powerful engagement 

of the world’s major emitters
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with pressing scientific realities. Japan’s technical 

prowess in energy efficiency can be a foundation 

for practical cooperation. Emerging economies must 

have confidence that they can continue to grow 

and develop. A global regime must also address the 

need to bring electricity to the 1.6 billion who lack it. 

The goal must be a new, legally binding agree-

ment to arrest global warming under the auspices 

of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC). It should incorporate all 

the major economies, ideally include all 192 signa-

tories to the UNFCCC, and be built on the IPCC’s 

scientific findings. Signatories to the agreement 

would commit that they will not allow the tempera-

ture of the planet to increase more than 2.0-2.5°C 

by 2050 relative to pre-industrial levels, to reach a 

peak in global annual CO2e emissions in 2015 and 

therefore to reduce CO2e emissions by 50–85% by 

2050. 

To achieve these goals, the agreement must 

include two tracks that are separate but linked: (1) an 

“investment track” that gives nations the incentives 

and the means to conserve energy, develop and 

commercialise energy-saving and energy efficient 

technologies, protect rainforests, and adapt to the 

effects of climate change; and (2) an “abatement 

track” that establishes the targets, timelines, policy 

framework, and accountability measures to control 

emissions. Because scientific understanding and 

technology continue to evolve, the agreement must 

be adaptable. It must include a formal annual review 

to tighten or loosen performance targets based on 

scientific evidence. It must explicitly call for NGOs to 

contribute to and monitor these reviews. 

The UNFCCC seeks to complete a successor 

agreement to Kyoto at its Conference of the Parties 

scheduled for Copenhagen in December 2009. This 

is a good goal, with caveats. An agreement in 2009 

would give countries time to ratify it and for it to 

come into effect when the Kyoto Protocol’s first 

commitment period ends in 2012. Talks have been 

scheduled to negotiate a draft by the time of the 

Copenhagen conference. Yet, nearly six months into 

2009, much remains to be done to forge domestic 

consensus on a climate and energy strategy, and 

pass legislation to underpin a US negotiating posi-

tion. China will not commit to an international 

strategy if the United States is silent. Furthermore, 

the international financial crisis will make it harder for 

countries to commit to policies that may constrain 

short-term growth. 

Ideally, both tracks of a new international agree-

ment – on investment and abatement – will merge 

by the time of the conference in Copenhagen next 

December. If they cannot, they should be sepa-

rated and proceed in phases. An agreement on 

investment is within reach. Developed and devel-

oping countries alike need access to technology 

and resources to control emissions. Success on 

the abatement track will be far more difficult; key 

states remain far apart. If the tracks are phased, 

Copenhagen could endorse the principle of pricing 

carbon to promote conservation and innovation. It 

could also reinforce the mandate for a major emit-

ters Climate Group. This group would formulate a 

proposal to restrict emissions and bring it to the 

UNFCCC with the aim of a binding agreement on 

emissions by the end of 2010. 

The phased introduction of a new agreement 

would reflect a meeting point between the reali-

ties of science and international politics. First, it is 

imperative to agree to change investment patterns 

and establish a peak for global emissions as soon 

as possible. Second, Copenhagen needs to sustain 

momentum among the parties and not explode 

a process that has no alternative to consensus. 

Better to have the parties emerge demonstrating 

unity and a sustained commitment for better 

results than to leave a policy and procedural void, 

as occurred at the blow-up of the Doha trade round 

in July 2008. Third, the parties should not simply 

settle on an ineffective substantive outcome for the 

sake of agreement. It is better to create bargaining 

space for more effective policies when countries 
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have stronger political will and possibly more tech-

nological options.

Managing the negotiations
To reach an agreement and set it on a constructive 

course, there must be clarity on the roles of two key 

actors – the UNFCCC and a grouping of major emit-

ters that account for the vast majority of the world’s 

greenhouse gases. 

The complex intersection of science, technology, 

economics, politics, international security, and bureau-

cratic politics demands one authoritative forum. The 

UNFCCC must provide that forum and sustain a 

network among other key actors, particularly the 

IPCC, UNEP, the World Bank, and the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation. For all its limitations, the 

UNFCCC has a mandate from 192 nations to avert 

the catastrophic impacts of climate change. It has a 

process for negotiations. Europe, China, Japan, and 

developing countries have engaged in that process, 

as has the United States (although during the Bush 

administration usually with the intent to restrain rather 

than advance consensus). The UNFCCC and the IPCC 

have already established a mechanism to incorporate 

scientific findings into the negotiating process; that 

should be retained and not reinvented.

The second key body is a smaller grouping of 16-20 

countries, currently called the Major Economies 

Forum (MEF). The purpose of this smaller grouping 

should be to formulate proposals that can then be 

brought to the full UNFCCC. The MEF should be 

established as a formal Subsidiary Body for Scientific 

and Technical Advice (SBSTA) within the UNFCCC. 

Creating a forum for negotiation among major 

economies within SBSTA would create a means for 

core countries to set objectives, rationalise priorities, 

create bargaining space, and set the foundation for 

actions within the larger UNFCCC process. 

Recent international negotiations have seen 

debate over a possible new World Climate 

Organisation (WCO). Certainly, once negotiated, a 

new international agreement will need an effective 

coordinating mechanism, and a new agreement 

may well create demands for new capabilities and 

new mechanisms that could justify transforming 

the UNFCCC into a WCO. For now, the UNFCCC 

should be the central point for implementing any 

agreement until such time as new agreements 

require new mechanisms.

Final note
A successful framework on climate change must 

meet certain tests. The first is to set in motion the 

policies that will drive innovation and investment. 

The second is to bring together major and rising 

economic powers – which together will produce 

close to 90% of all carbon emissions by 2030. 

That will require giving emerging economies time 

before pricing policies on carbon constrain their 

economic growth. Better to get the major emitters 

moving toward these common goals now rather 

than pushing for targets that China and India will 

reject. The final test is to tap private capital, tech-

nology, and analytic capacity. In comparison to 1945, 

when the primary actors in the international system 

were states, we now have an array of national, 

regional, for-profit, and nonprofit actors. All need to 

be engaged for success.

Carlos Pascual is vice president and director of foreign 

policy at the Brookings Institution and former US ambassador 

to Ukraine
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Climate change:  
challenge,  
opportunity and 
justice
Chandrashekhar Dasgupta 

The threat of climate change cannot be met without 

a truly revolutionary transformation of the energy 

sector. Ever since the 18th century, with the advent 

of the Industrial Revolution, human beings have 

been burning increasing quantities of hydrocarbon 

fuels, particularly coal and petroleum. The progres-

sive accumulation in the atmosphere of the carbon 

dioxide emissions resulting from the use of these 

fuels is the main cause of global warming. Thus, 

tackling climate change requires a massive shift of 

tectonic proportions from hydrocarbons to renew-

able energy (solar, wind, tidal, etc) and nuclear 

energy. Currently available technologies permit only 

limited applications of renewable energy. Major 

technological breakthroughs are needed for the 

transformational shift to renewable energy that is 

now imperative.

Energy security considerations powerfully reinforce 

the case for a shift from oil to renewable energy. 

Unlike coal, global petroleum reserves are heavily 

concentrated in politically unstable, volatile or conflict-

prone countries. Oil prices have been subject to sharp 

fluctuations. Most industrialised countries tend to be 

net importers of oil. Energy security calls for reduced 

dependence on a commodity whose price and assured 

availability is subject to significant uncertainty.

In fact, long before climate change appeared on 

the international agenda, energy security concerns 

led the United States to perceive the importance of 

renewable energy. “Oil dependence is a problem 

we can solve. We have the political consensus and 

the technological opportunity. This is a moment to 

seize”, declared President Nixon in January 1974, 

after the embargo imposed by the Arab states in 

the previous year drove up oil prices from three to 

eleven dollars per barrel. To perceive the national 

interest is one thing; to act upon it is another. For the 

past quarter century, despite periodic reaffirmations, 

the United States has failed to translate this vision 

of energy security into reality. Vested interests in 

the oil industry have triumphed over the declared 

national interest of the United States. In recent 

years, concerns about climate change have added 

to existing anxieties about energy security and now 

is the time for a massive shift to renewable energy. 

At the global level, this shift will touch on ques-

tions of equity and justice, which lie at the heart of 

every environmental issue. The basic environmental 

principle is that the costs of remedial actions should 

be borne by those responsible for causing the 

damage. The “polluter pays” principle, in one form 

or another, applies both to domestic and interna-

tional environmental protection regimes. Thus, the 

universally accepted UN Framework Convention on 

Climate Change rests on the principle of “common 

but differentiated responsibilities”. The industrialised 

countries account for less than one - fifth of the 

global population but are responsible for the major 

part of accumulated greenhouse gas concentrations 

in the atmosphere. Hence, while all countries have 

certain common commitments under the conven-

tion, additional commitments related to emission 

reductions and provision of financial resources are 

laid down for developed countries alone, reflecting 

their differentiated responsibilities. The convention 

provides the framework for international governance 

in the climate change area. It is interesting to note 

that purely economic considerations also call for 
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similar differentiation between the respective roles 

of industrialised and developing countries. Climate 

change poses asymmetrical challenges for devel-

oped and developing countries. These asymmetries 

require differentiated responses from developed and 

developing countries.

A great opportunity for advanced economies 
The economic opportunities presented by the 

technological research and breakthroughs required 

to make renewable energy more affordable and 

accessible will be available mostly to advanced 

industrialised countries. For example, solar energy, 

in particular, has immense potential but storage 

and transmission costs are excessively high and 

there would be immense economic opportuni-

ties should a breakthrough in solar technology 

occur. The new technologies that are needed will 

emerge mainly from the developed countries that 

possess the requisite knowledge, skills and capital 

resources. The United States, European Union and 

Japan are likely to be the major competitors in the 

new technological race and the companies that 

succeed will reap enormous rewards. Developing 

countries such as Brazil, China, India and South 

Africa may also make a contribution but the lion’s 

share of the market for emerging renewable energy 

technologies will certainly be captured by advanced 

industrialised countries. 

Climate change thus opens up vast economic 

opportunities to developed countries. The chal-

lenge for these countries is to stimulate technology 

development through a system of incentives and 

disincentives. In order to provide an adequate 

impetus for major breakthroughs in low-carbon 

technologies, developed countries need to commit 

themselves to implementing deep reductions in 

their carbon emissions. The transformational shift 

to renewable energy will not be possible in the 

absence of this impetus. The short-term costs 

of implementing emission reduction commitments 

should be viewed as investments that will yield rich 

dividends in the medium or long-term. A leading 

economic power that fails to make this investment 

will be left behind in the race to develop new climate 

friendly technologies and, as a result, will forfeit 

its leadership position. If climate change mitigation 

imposes significant short-term costs for developed 

countries, it also offers corresponding opportunities 

for long-term gains.

Building capacity in the developing world 
The prospects for developing countries are very 

different. These countries will be the major victims 

of climate change because they lack any significant 

capacity to cope with its impacts. The world’s poor 

will suffer the most because they do not possess 

the financial, technological and human resources 

required to adapt to climate change. Because of 

their flimsy infrastructure, they are even unable to 

cope with relatively modest seasonal variations, 

leave alone the potentially devastating effects of 

global warming. Every year, a billion Indians pray 

for a good monsoon. Yet, when their prayers are 

answered, many thousands are rendered home-

less as strong winds blow away thatched roofs and 

floods breach embankments, inundating low-lying 

villages. Resources are lacking for construction 

of sturdy infrastructure capable of withstanding 

the extreme weather events that are among the 

expected results of climate change. Traditional 

farmers in developing countries are highly vulnerable 

to variations in temperature and rainfall patterns. 

Adaptation requires an ability to shift to drought 

resistant crops or seed varieties, drip irrigation 

and other water conservation measures, improved 

watershed management, etc. Traditional farmers 

have neither the financial resources nor the technical 

skills needed to adopt these measures. 

For developing countries, top priority must be 

accorded to building up adaptive or coping capacity. 

In order to achieve this, they must overcome the 

barriers posed by lack of financial, technological 

and human resources. In other words, rapid and 

Climate change: challenge, opportunity and justice    |    Chandrashekhar Dasgupta
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sustained economic and social development and 

poverty eradication must be an essential part of the 

climate change policy of a developing country. In 

the absence of rapid development, future genera-

tions in poorer countries will remain exposed to the 

devastating impacts of climate change, without any 

meaningful coping capacity. The UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change rightly recognises 

that “economic and social development and poverty 

eradication are the first and overriding priorities of 

the developing country Parties.” 

Of course, developing countries must also 

contribute to the global mitigation effort. They should 

implement measures to moderate their greenhouse 

gas emissions wherever this is possible without 

diverting resources from overriding development 

priorities. There is ample scope for initiatives that 

simultaneously promote development and climate 

change goals. Above all, cost-effective energy 

efficiency and energy conservation measures must 

be systematically identified and implemented for 

achieving both development and climate change 

objectives. There are vast untapped possibilities for 

these measures in sectors such as power genera-

tion and transmission, industry, transportation, and 

construction. Social development objectives related 

to public health and ambient air quality may likewise 

call for measures that also have co-benefits in terms 

of climate change mitigation. For example, the deci-

sion to replace diesel by compressed natural gas in 

the public transportation systems of some major 

Indian cities was primarily intended as a measure to 

reduce air pollution but it also proved advantageous 

in terms of moderating carbon emissions. In many 

developing countries, energy security requirements 

for sustained development are driving investments 

in renewable energy. This appears to explain the 

importance accorded to renewable energy by coun-

tries such as India and China. However, it would 

be counterproductive for developing countries to 

implement mitigation measures involving substan-

tial incremental costs since this would slow down 

development and impair adaptive capacity. The 

climate change convention requires developing 

countries to implement these measures only where 

the incremental costs are covered by affluent 

developed countries. 

A just global response
Climate change and energy security considera-

tions require a massive shift from oil to renewable 

and nuclear energy. Since the new technologies 

will emerge mainly in the industrialised countries, 

the economic interests of these countries will be 

served by deep emission reduction commitments, 

which will provide the incentives for developing new 

technologies. Thus, independently of any ethical 

consideration, purely economic calculations call for 

differentiated responses to climate change on the 

part of the industrialised and the developing coun-

tries. The long-term economic interests of advanced 

industrialised countries are sufficient to justify ambi-

tious commitments to achieve deep cuts in their 

greenhouse gas emissions. For developing coun-

tries, mitigation actions are appropriate only where 

these do not involve significant incremental costs 

- unless these costs are met by affluent developed 

countries under arrangements laid down in the 

convention. Poorer countries must accord topmost 

priority to building up their adaptive capacity through 

rapid and sustained development.

Though economics and ethics point to broadly 

similar conclusions, a global response to climate 

Climate change: challenge, opportunity and justice    |    Chandrashekhar Dasgupta
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change based solely on economic calculations will 

fail to meet the test of adequacy. A comprehen-

sive global response must address more fully the 

adaptation concerns of the most vulnerable poorer 

countries – in particular, the hundreds of millions 

living in low-lying coastal regions or islands who 

face an existential threat from climate change. A 

comprehensive approach will also require financial 

transfers from more affluent industrialised countries 

to meet the incremental costs of mitigation actions 

in developing countries. 

International regulations and global governance 

structures must recognise the fact that the atmos-

phere is a common resource of humankind to be 

shared on an equitable basis. Developing countries 

will reject any proposal that restricts their share of 

the atmospheric resource to a level below that of 

industrialised countries. In a world where hydro-

carbon fuels are still the main sources of energy, 

there is a broad (though not exact) correlation 

between per capita levels of carbon emissions, 

energy consumption, and income. Developed coun-

tries have much higher per capita emissions, per 

capita energy consumption and, of course, per capita 

incomes compared to developing countries. Poorer 

countries cannot be expected to accept any global 

climate change regime that would require them to 

indefinitely restrict their per capita emissions (and, 

therefore, energy consumption levels) below that 

of industrialised countries. Developed countries 

should sharply reduce their per capita emissions. 

Per capita emissions of developing countries are 

currently very low and will inevitably increase as a 

result of economic growth. These countries should 

take cost-effective energy efficiency and conserva-

tion measures to moderate their rising emissions 

to the extent possible. Per capita emissions of all 

countries, as well as their per capita utilisation of the 

global atmospheric resource, should converge over 

a period of time. 

Every human being has an equal right to global 

atmospheric resources and developing countries 

will not accept a denial of this right. A global climate 

change regime must be based on the principle of 

equity and will only meet the test of adequacy if it 

rests on environmental justice. 

Chandrashekhar Dasgupta is a distinguished fellow at 

The Energy and Resources Institute in New Delhi and former 

Indian ambassador to the European Union
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Climate change, energy and proliferation data 

Climate change, energy and  
proliferation data 

Climate change and nuclear proliferation both present dangers of severe destruction, and require interna-

tional cooperation to guard against them. With major international treaties in both areas either expiring or up 

for review, now is the time to improve efforts to address these challenges. However, this will be no easy 

task. As the carbon dioxide emissions graphs below illustrate, the worst offenders vary depending on how 

one views the scenario – total, per capita or per unit GDP. Meanwhile, as the search for alternative forms of 

energy continues, nuclear energy appears to be making a renaissance. Yet, as the map below illustrates, very 

few states have access to nuclear energy and many of the ones that do are also nuclear weapons states. 

Therefore, issues of access and equity will need to be addressed while attempting to reach a conclusion on 

the key treaties in both these areas.
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Key treaties on the international agenda 

Kyoto Protocol (2005- 2012) 

•  Principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’

•  �Binding reductions in CO2 emissions from 37 industrialised countries 

•  �Utilises 3 market-based mechanisms – emissions trading, clean development mechanism and joint implementation 

•  �184 signing countries have ratified protocol. US only country to sign but not ratify 

•  �Upcoming meeting – Copenhagen climate conference (6-18 Dec, 2009) – government level meeting for last-time before 
agreement needs to be renewed. Key issues: emissions reductions by industrialised countries, emissions limitation by 
developing countries, financing 

•  �The new US administration has launched ‘Major Economies Forum on Energy Security and Climate Change’ to facilitate 
the process of achieving consensus for a successful outcome at Copenhagen

Non-Proliferation Treaty (1968) 

•  �Three pillars: 1. non nuclear-weapons states agree not to manufacture nuclear weapons and accept safeguards on 
nuclear activities for peaceful purposes; 2. five nuclear weapons states (US, Russia, UK, France, China) agree to pursue 
negotiations toward disarmament; 3. Recognised ‘right’ to use nuclear energy for peaceful means 

•  �Review conferences every 5 years. 2005 Review conference failed to produce an agreed outcome document

•  �189 states have signed – non-signatories are Israel, India and Pakistan. North Korea withdrew from treaty in 2003

•  �Upcoming meeting – 2010 Review Conference, New York (4-15 May 2010). Key issues: disarmament commitments, 
Middle East, CTBT, FMCT, universalisation of treaty, nuclear programmes of North Korea, Iran and Syria, reporting 
mechanisms, establishing an NPT secretariat 

Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty (not yet in force) 

•  �Aims to ban any nuclear weapon test explosion in order to constrain the development of nuclear weapons

•  �Not yet entered into force – opened for signature in 1996- it must be ratified by all 44 of the Annex-2 states that formally 
participated in the 1996 session of the conference on disarmament and possess nuclear weapons or research reactors

•  Signed by 180 states, ratified by 148 states

•  States yet to ratify/sign include: North Korea, United States, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, China, Egypt, Saudi Arabia 

Fissile Materials Cut-off Treaty (proposed) 

•  �This would be a binding international commitment that would ban production of fissile material for nuclear weapons or 
other explosive devices

•  �Resolution in UN General Assembly for such a treaty in 1993, but committees have been unable to negotiate a treaty 
until now 

•  Points of contention include: existing stockpiles, verification procedures etc.

•  �The new administration says that the US will seek a verifiable treaty, which departs from the position of the previous 
government 

START (1991) 

•  �Bi-lateral treaty between US and Russia for nuclear arms reductions – expires in December, 2009

•  �The US and Russian leadership have recently agreed to negotiate a new treaty to replace START 

•  The new treaty would aim to further reduce US and Russian nuclear arsenal

Climate change, energy and proliferation data 
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Beyond  
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“America stands alone as the world’s indispensable 

nation,” Bill Clinton declared from the steps of the US 

Capitol in January 1997 in his second inaugural address, 

repeating a theme he had introduced during his re-elec-

tion campaign. “The world is no longer divided into 

two hostile camps; instead, now we are building bonds 

with nations that once were our adversaries. Growing 

connections of commerce and culture give us a chance 

to lift the fortunes and spirits of people.” 

For Clinton and his secretary of state, Madeleine 

Albright (with whom the phrase became later iden-

tified), talk of America as an indispensable nation 

conveyed both a fact of international life and a mission 

to inspire the American people. They were stating the 

obvious: there were few global problems that could be 

solved without the active participation or support of the 

United States. Nuclear proliferation, climate change, 

terrorism, the stability of the global economy – solving 

any of these would require active American engage-

ment. And while the phrase “indispensable” grated 

on the ears, particularly of America’s allies (does that 

mean, they asked, that they were “dispensable”?), 

the audience the president and his secretary of state 

were trying to reach was not overseas. Clinton and 

Albright sought to explain to an American public weary 

of international engagement after the Cold War that 

the United States must maintain an activist global role 

to ensure its own peace and prosperity.

Although non-Americans increasingly viewed the 

phrase as a code word for the unilateral use of 

American military power, Clinton himself, as he did 

more generally in his foreign policy approach, tried 

to emphasise the ties of international commerce. 

The global economy, he believed, depended on 

a strong America – and America depended on a 

strong global economy. If the United States failed 

to lead in the push for more openness and inte-

gration in the global economy, the entire world, 

including the United States, would suffer. For a 

Democratic Party whose centre of gravity was 

strongly protectionist, this message was a tough 

sell throughout the Clinton presidency. 

Has America changed?
As Clinton was introducing the phrase “indispen-

sable nation” to the foreign policy lexicon, analysts 

were comparing the United States to Rome in its 

unrivalled power compared to the rest of the world. 

It not only had a military stronger than that of the 

other major powers combined and the world’s leading 

economy, which was strengthening in the midst of 

an unprecedented boom, but it had what Joseph 

Nye has called “soft power,” the power of its ideas, 

its diplomatic prowess, and its cultural reach. One 

didn’t have to believe in Francis Fukuyama’s “end of 

history” thesis to recognise that countries around the 

globe aspired to build free markets and democratic 

political systems in the aftermath of the west’s Cold 

War victory. When the world went into an economic 

tailspin in 1997-98 (in what was then known as the 

greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression), 

the Federal Reserve, United States Treasury and 

the International Monetary Fund worked hand-in-

hand to condition aid to countries from Thailand to 

South Korea to Brazil on their adoption of American 

economic ideas. Millions were impoverished during 

the crisis, but leaders listened to Alan Greenspan, 

Robert Rubin and Larry Summers because the United 

States had a sterling reputation for understanding the 

nature of international markets.

The past eight years seems to have cured both 

Americans and non-Americans alike of the notion 
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that the United States has all the answers. The Bush 

administration badly miscalculated in Iraq, putting 

enormous strains on America’s military and causing 

untold damage to America’s standing in the world. 

And the lack of regulation in the American housing 

and financial markets has produced global economic 

turmoil. Barack Obama understood on his first trip 

to Europe as president that he needed to enunciate 

a new theme. Not America as indispensable, but a 

humble America working with other nations that might 

have good ideas for global governance themselves.

“Now there’s plenty of blame to go around for 

what has happened, and the United States certainly 

shares…blame for what has happened,” Obama said 

at his town hall meeting in April in Strasbourg, France. 

“But every nation bears responsibility for what lies 

ahead,” he continued, “especially now, for whether 

it’s the recession or climate change, or terrorism or 

drug trafficking, poverty, or the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons, we have learned that without a doubt 

there’s no quarter of the globe that can wall itself off 

from the threats of the 21st century.”

Obama stressed the foreign policy theme that has 

become a hallmark of his young presidency. “I’ve 

come to Europe this week to renew our partnership, 

one in which America listens and learns from our 

friends and allies, but where our friends and allies 

bear their share of the burden.” He added, “Let me 

say this as clearly as I can: America is changing, but 

it cannot be America alone that changes. We are 

confronting the greatest economic crisis since World 

War II. The only way to confront this unprecedented 

crisis is through unprecedented coordination.”

One clear sign of how much has changed has been 

the allied response to an America that “listens.” 

Sixteen years ago, in May 1993, only a few months 

after taking office, US Secretary of State Warren 

Christopher set out on a trip to Europe to engage 

NATO allies on how the west could respond to the 

ongoing catastrophe in Bosnia. Christopher came 

to these discussions, he said, “in listening mode.” 

He was excoriated for not coming to Europe with 

a plan; French President Jacques Chirac was soon 

bemoaning that the position of the leader of the free 

world was “vacant.”

Today, the rest of the world says it no longer 

wants to be told what to do. The Russians felt that 

the decade of the 1990s was one long American 

lecture, and the Putin years have restored the belief 

that Moscow has a significant role to play in world 

affairs. The Chinese pushed back hard when the 

incoming US Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner 

complained about Beijing’s currency manipula-

tion in his confirmation process, and since taking 

office, the new American team has recognised 

that it cannot afford a dustup with a Chinese 

government that funds the enormous American 

deficit. The notion of a more humble America 

listening to others has struck a chord, and it has 

given President Obama an opening to embark on 

the strategy of engagement that he believes can 

accomplish much more than the bellicosity of his 

immediate predecessor.

And yet….
While the Europeans are itching to be taken seri-

ously in global affairs, do they have a plan for how 

to prosecute the war in Afghanistan, not to mention 

the ongoing crisis in Pakistan or the Iranian nuclear 

problem? On Afghanistan, Secretary of Defense 

Robert Gates made his frustrations clear in a recent 

interview on the CBS television programme “60 

While multilateralism sounds great 

in theory, there is no substitute for 

the range of tools America has at 

its disposal, as well as its willingness 

to shoulder the burdens of global 

leadership
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Minutes.” Asked about the European role in fighting 

the Taliban, Gates replied, “well, I’ve been disap-

pointed with NATO’s response to this ever since 

I got this job.” At the end of the day, it will be 

American leadership and American decisiveness that 

will be the key to solving these types of problems.

Or take the Russian president’s proposal for a 

pan-European security architecture. After Dmitri 

Medvedev floated the idea, American officials asked 

their counterparts about the substance. But there 

wasn’t any; Moscow appears to be waiting for the 

United States to come up with ideas for what the 

framework would mean in practice.

This is not to suggest that the Obama team 

shouldn’t listen to what its allies and others in the 

global community have to say. On issues such as 

democratisation and development, for example, the 

Europeans have learned valuable lessons, while the 

Japanese can teach us a great deal about developing 

new technologies and new business practices to 

combat climate change. Still, when it comes to the 

major crises in the world, problems that require a 

mix of sticks and carrots to solve, while multilater-

alism sounds great in theory, there is no substitute 

for the range of tools America has at its disposal, as 

well as its willingness to shoulder the burdens of 

global leadership.

That is why the Iranian nuclear programme is 

perhaps the most interesting test for the new 

administration’s approach to foreign policy. Obama 

throughout the campaign promised to emphasise 

engagement, and he has delivered on that promise 

in his first months in office. His argument has been 

that if engagement fails, the United States will be in 

a stronger position to garner international support for 

stricter sanctions and a tougher global response. But 

we don’t really know whether that’s how the negotia-

tions would play out. If all goes well, the engagement 

strategy will succeed, and Iran will abandon its pursuit 

of nuclear weapons. But what if it does not? Will China 

and Russia really go along with punishing Iran for its 

recalcitrance? Or will the United States be forced to 

consider actions that run counter to the wishes of 

these two permanent members of the United Nations 

Security Council? After all, Bill Clinton came into office 

promising to embrace multilateralism; by 1994, he 

was telling the United Nations General Assembly, 

“When our national security interests are threatened, 

we will act with others when we can, but alone if 

we must. We will use diplomacy when we can, but 

force if we must.” No American president would ever 

suggest otherwise.

We will also learn much about the world’s depend-

ence on American leadership when it comes to 

international trade. The entire post-World War II 

free trade agenda was made possible due to the 

United States. It was hard enough for Bill Clinton 

to push his party to support NAFTA and the legisla-

tion establishing the World Trade Organization, and 

he only prevailed in Congress due to Republican 

votes. Given the politics today, it will be even harder 

for Barack Obama to advance a free trade agenda; 

he will likely be playing defence merely to avoid 

allowing protectionist sentiment on Capitol Hill to 

undermine America’s trade policy. But can the G20 

advance a free trade agenda that has boosted global 

wealth without strong American leadership during a 

major financial crisis? Highly doubtful.

Even after all that has occurred in the intervening 

years, America still remains indispensable. It cannot 

solve most global problems on its own, but no 

significant global problem can be solved without 

American leadership. Fortunately, for the next four 

years and perhaps the next eight, the US president 

will be an individual widely admired at home and 

abroad. Countries around the world are happy that 

Barack Obama is listening now, but they will come 

to depend on his ability to lead.

James Goldgeier is professor of political science and inter-

national affairs at George Washington University and a senior 

fellow of the Council on Foreign Relations
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At the end of the 1990s, when the United States was 

at the peak of its power and influence in the world, 

a new term, “indispensable power,” came into use. 

America started to believe that in the era following 

the “end of history,” its global leadership was prede-

termined. But the limits of American power revealed 

themselves very soon. Even the United States could 

not achieve its goals through force-based domina-

tion. Meanwhile, its reliance on force undermined 

another traditional source of US influence – its moral 

and ideological authority. Many states began to view 

the “indispensable power” concept as a symbol 

of Washington’s arrogance. In addition, it was not 

backed by a real ability to perform the key functions 

of the main global regulator and provider of global 

governance. The Obama administration will have 

to make great efforts to repair the damage caused 

by its predecessors. However, in the new world 

situation, the United States may indeed become 

an indispensable power – not because America has 

declared itself as such, but because it occupies a 

unique position in global politics. 

A new multi-polar world: the emergence of 
regional powers 
The current global economic crisis has come as a 

catalyst for processes that had begun earlier. Many 

analysts say that the crisis will result in the region-

alisation and consolidation of separate centres of 

gravity, around which zones of economic growth 

will be formed. Guy Verhofstadt, former prime 

minister of Belgium, writes about the emergence 

of political and economic entities “potentially made 

up of many states and peoples, united by common 

structures and modern institutions, often nour-

ished by diverse traditions and values and rooted 

in old and new civilisations… What matters is the 

political stability and economic growth that they 

can create at a regional level, not for one or other 

of them to rule the whole world.” Such centres 

certainly include China, which is consolidating east 

and southeast Asia around itself, and the European 

Union, which itself is a large “sphere of influence” 

with expansionist tendencies. Russia, also, has 

potential for attraction. It is not accidental that even 

countries representing different geopolitical orien-

tations have asked for its help during the crisis. 

Active efforts at regional integration are also being 

made in the Gulf region and Latin America.

The world in the new multi-polar era will differ 

from what it was at the time of American domina-

tion; but neither will it resemble the well-known eras 

of great power rivalry of the past. 

First, unlike the great game of the 19th century, 

the present aggravation of competition is taking 

place in a situation of universal interdependence, 

which makes linear patterns of interaction impos-

sible. The result of a zero-sum game is not equal 

to zero, although the parties seem to be playing 

according to the classical rules. Second, there 

cannot be a balance of forces in today’s multi-polar 

world. Power indicators include not only military 

force and economic parameters, but also many 

other factors – demographic potential, the quality 

of human capital, the attractiveness of a country in 

terms of life quality, and its ability to rely on its own 

sustainable identity. Identity is particularly impor-

tant now that traditional national self-identification 

is being eroded under the impact of globalisation. 

If a large country is lagging behind others in some 

indicators, it can compensate with advantages in 

other areas. On the whole, the outcome of all these 
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factors is very complex, and it is not clear how to 

reach a balance.

The unique role of the US
Even considering the relative weakening of US capabili-

ties compared with the situation of 10 years ago, the 

United States will remain the most powerful country in 

the world and will surpass all the other states in virtu-

ally all parameters of influence. One specific advantage 

is that the problem of how to “melt” different identi-

ties into a new one is familiar to the United States 

since the time of its founding, while European powers 

are just starting to learn this process.

More importantly, the United States is the only 

great power that will not be content with the status 

of a regional centre with its own sphere of influence 

in the coming decades. Europe, China, India, Russia, 

Brazil, Iran, South Africa, Japan and others would 

be quite satisfied with such a status. (This does not 

mean that all of them will be able to play such a role.) 

American global hegemony is no longer possible. 

But the US position as the only global force among 

many various-sized regional forces may prove to be 

advantageous, although utilising this position will 

require sophisticated tactics. 

In his keynote article published in Foreign Affairs 

in the summer of 2007, Barack Obama called on 

Americans to rethink and renovate US leadership. 

He proposed repairing the traditional set of US 

foreign policy instruments mutilated by George W. 

Bush, strengthening the moral attractiveness of 

the US, restoring relations with allies, and relying 

on multilateral institutions. But even if Obama 

succeeds, he will not be able to return his country to 

the situation of ten years ago – because the condi-

tions have changed.

At the beginning of the George W Bush presi-

dency, America began to speak of an empire – for 

the first time ever in a positive manner. Thanks to 

the neo-cons, the United States tried on Roman 

armour – much to the horror of the bulk of the coun-

try’s intellectuals. The “empire’s” decline began 

faster than anyone could expect: Iraq showed the 

illusiveness of the hopes for hegemony.

“We will never be the Roman empire,” said 

Edward Luttwak, author of the forthcoming “Grand 

Strategy of the Byzantine Empire”. “Bush, the 

genius, if he’s lucky, will create a situation as 

in Byzantium, where the different enemies fight 

each other.” To a certain extent, this statement 

could reflect the transformation of the US approach 

to world politics in the coming years. “Out for 

America the triumphant imperial (materialistic) Rome 

of the sons of Mars, in the Christian, sophisticated, 

cultivated, smart Byzantium,” Italian researcher 

Alessandro Politi commented. A “sophisticated” 

and “smart” approach will be required, considering 

the situation of asymmetric multi-polarity.

Global interdependence, regional integration and 

competition between poles are creating a very 

complicated system of relationships between all the 

parties. An indispensable power might be needed in 

this scenario – not as the global hegemon, without 

which no one has the right to decide anything, but 

as an essential element for establishing a balance in 

each specific case. As the only state with a global 

horizon, which sees its interests around the globe, 

the United States could serve as a stabiliser in hypo-

thetical conflicts between regional centres – be it 

China and India, China and Russia, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, or some other countries. This role might be 

compared with the role the United States played in 

Europe after World War II – the American presence 

there guaranteed the non-resumption of hostilities 

between European powers. (It is a separate question 

whether the US has fulfilled this particular role and 

whether its withdrawal from Europe may cause the 

continent to return to its conflict-prone traditions.)

Of course, in the 21st century one cannot speak 

of the deployment of US troops around the world. 

No one will allow that. In addition, US military 

capabilities turned out to be overstretched even at 

the beginning of this decade, although the country, 

far from having a global reach, was only involved 
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in two regional conflicts. But we can speak of a 

politico-diplomatic role of America as a force that 

can operate everywhere and fairly quickly, guided by 

concrete circumstances.

Beyond ideology: international community 
organiser 
At the same time, we will hardly see any ideology in US 

actions, although this has always played an important 

role in US foreign policy. The era of great ideologies 

that shaped world politics remained in the 20th century. 

Totalitarian ideas (fascism and communism) were the 

first to go, and the end of the century saw a failed 

attempt to build a global system based on liberal prin-

ciples. The policy of promoting democracy, pursued 

by the George W. Bush administration, was the culmi-

nation of the latter approach and, simultaneously, a 

caricature of it. It was an alloy of the messianic pathos 

of global reconstruction and the unswerving pursuit 

of US mercantilist interests. It became impossible to 

separate these two things, leading to a situation which 

damaged them both. Ideology prevented cold-headed 

geopolitical calculations, while mercantilism discredited 

US ideals. The Hamas victory in “democratic elections” 

in Palestine, Mikheil Saakashvili portrayed as a “torch of 

democracy”, “nation-building” in Iraq and Afghanistan 

– statements like these have made senseless the prin-

ciples which US policy has always sought to uphold.

The United States is a country built on ideolog-

ical principles, so one cannot expect a transition to 

complete realism. But, as Charles Kupchan and Adam 

Mount wrote in a recent article, the Americans will 

need “a more progressive understanding of America’s 

liberal tradition. Just as it does at home, the United 

States should welcome diversity abroad, accepting 

that liberal democracy must compete respectfully in 

the marketplace of ideas with other types of regimes”.

Today, the international environment is again 

largely dominated by states, their national inter-

ests and sovereign rights, which have never been 

undermined despite the feeling in the 90’s that 

sovereignty was bound to dissolve in a global milieu. 

In this scenario, the US has a great opportunity.

The American President, Barack Obama, has empha-

sised his experiences as a community organiser in 

Chicago, which he considers as the crucial period for 

building his political identity. Community organising is a 

genuinely American notion linked to the classical grass-

roots-based civil society. The role of organiser is not to 

force people to take certain actions or to place oneself 

at the head of a movement, but to bring people living 

in proximity to each other together in an organisation 

to act in their common self-interest. The key principle is 

inclusiveness, which means that all involved should be 

taken on board and their interests should be regarded 

as part of a common solution. 

This role projected on the international community 

may bring us back to the notion of an indispensable 

power. In a diversified world where many models 

and interests fiercely compete, but where all states 

face similar global challenges, neither hegemony, 

nor traditional ways to harmonise interests through 

the balance of power will work. Community organ-

ising in a civil society style seems to be the only 

way to forge solutions to acute international prob-

lems. Due to its traditions, the US is best suited to 

fulfill this function, but this will require a profound 

rethinking of its foreign policy approach. 

Fyodor Lukyanov is editor-in-chief of the Moscow-based 

journal Russia in Global Affairs
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